The concept of a neighbourhood effect within British voting patterns has largely been discarded, because no data have been available for testing it at the appropriate spatial scales. To undertake such tests, bespoke neighbourhoods have been created around the home of each respondent to the 1997 British Election Study survey in England and Wales, and small-area census data have been assembled for these to depict the socio-economic characteristics of voters' local contexts. Analyses of voting in these small areas, divided into five equal-sized status areas, provides very strong evidence that members of each social class were much more likely to vote Labour than Conservative in the low-status than in the high-status areas. This is entirely consistent with the concept of the neighbourhood effect, but alternative explanations are feasible. The data provide very strong evidence of micro-geographical variations in voting patterns, for which further research is necessary to identify the processes involved.
generally disregarded neighbourhood effect hypothesis, although our data cannot reveal the processes responsible for the observed patterns.
THE NEIGHBOURHOOD EFFECT REVISITED
The concept of the neighbourhood effect has been employed in electoral studies for some time (notably, though not only, by electoral geographers). 4 The basic argument is constructed on the (rarely tested) assumption that social interaction within locales, particularly though not only residential communities, affects people's political attitudes and voting behaviour. People are influenced by those they talk to -so that if the majority of a person's social contacts favour one political position and/or party that person is more likely than otherwise to favour it also, even if her/his personal characteristics suggest a predisposition to favour another position/party 5 -according to Miller, 'people who talk together vote together'. 6 There is an assumed 'conversion by conversation' process, by which, because of ecological processes, majority positions in communities become more dominant than predicted by models based on the individual voters' characteristics alone. Recent studies of the links between conversations and voting are consistent with this assumption, except that they are unable to test whether the conversations involve near-neighbours. 7 There is strong circumstantial evidence of the existence of a neighbourhood effect -but no more -and authors who have promoted the hypothesis recognize that alternative explanations can be provided for the effect without calling on local social interaction as a (the major?) causal mechanism involved.
Most studies of the neighbourhood effect use ecological data, and so provide only circumstantial evidence of its existence. One of the most sophisticated of these studies -which has had much less impact than it should -was reported more than two decades ago. 8 Miller set out to test the assertion that 'contact is a condition for interaction', from which, if neighbourhood effects operate, it might then be assumed that 'contact is a condition for consensus'. 9 He identified four possible models of how people react to their neighbours and other contacts who differ from themselves in their political attitudes and behaviour, which he illustrates hypothetically by the percentage voting Conservative among middle-class and working-class electors in neighbourhoods that vary in their degree of 'middle-classness':
(1) The no environmental effect model, which postulates no differences in voting behaviour by neighbourhood type -contacts with neighbours have no influence on how people vote. (2) The reactive environmental effect model, which suggests that 'people may be irritated, alarmed and antagonized by contact with those unlike themselves' and become even stronger supporters of their 'class party' than might otherwise be the case -middle-class people are more pro-Conservative in working-class than middle-class areas, for example, and workingclass people are less pro-Conservative in strongly middle-class areas. (3) The consensual environmental effect model, which argues that 'people will be influenced towards agreement with their contacts', so that, for example, 'both middle-and working-class individuals are more Conservative in middle-class areas because both sets of individuals have fewer workingclass contacts and more middle-class contacts than if they lived elsewhere' -which is what most writers associate with the neighbourhood effect. (4) The 'Przeworski environmental effect' model, which suggests that the two classes operate in different ways -the middle class operate according to the reactive model in working-class areas, whereas the working class operate according to the consensual model in middle-class areas.
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These four are shown in Figure 1 . Miller tested these models by comparing the slopes of the regression lines for the relationship between class and voting at two scales -the individual (using survey data) and the constituency (using aggregate data). If there were no environmental effect operating, then the slope coefficient should be the same in each model. But it was not; models designed to identify the relative importance of the individual and constituency components found not only that the consensual model described voting behaviour in England at the five general elections between 1964 and October 1974 inclusive but also that (a) the constituency component was greater than the individual component in accounting for the level of class polarization and (b) the relative importance of the constituency component had increased over time. Further regression analyses suggested that the key ecological variable for the constituency analyses was not a middle-class/working-class dichotomy but rather the percentage of a constituency's workforce who were 'employers and managers'. These form the 'core class': the more numerous they are in a constituency the greater the support for the Conservative party among all social classes.
Miller concluded that:
the class polarization shown by cross-tabulating survey respondents on class by partisanship is only very loosely related to class polarization as it affects how parties do in the constituencies. The major determinant of constituency class polarization is what we have termed the environmental effect of the local balance of the core classes.
This was especially so with the working class: the more members of the 'core class' in a constituency, the greater the Conservative vote by all classes except the core class itself. The reason for this, he asserts, is:
the power of the environment to structure social contacts plus the empirical fact (and it is only empirical, not logical) that contact across class boundaries makes a consensual impact on partisan choice. Social interaction contributes the major component of constituency class polarization … ultimately it is the degree of contact with core class occupations that is critical for partisan choice.
In other words, people who talk together vote together. As to the processes involved, Miller provides no evidence that people do talk together about politics, let alone that the consequence of such talking is that conversation leads to conversion. This was the basis for Dunleavy's critique. 12 He contended that the empirical evidence supporting the contagion model 'has never been significant' 13 and that its protagonists 'have never explained which causal mechanisms affect political alignment, given that voting by secret ballot is hardly in the public realm (unlike other aspects of lifestyle), and that political alignment is not apparently involved in any extensive way in the social life of the locality (unlike the workplace)'. The status of the explanations offered is thus 'highly suspect', he argues, and 'we cannot simply assume that political alignment brushes off on people by rubbing shoulders in the street, as exponents of contagion models invariably seem to imply'.
Although the neighbourhood effect continues to appear in some accounts of voting patterns in Britain it has rarely been put to exhaustive, critical tests. In large part this is because of the absence of data with which to make such tests at spatial scales smaller than that of the constituency, which is much too large to act as a surrogate for a neighbourhood community within which interaction takes place. A constituency may have 20 per cent of its workforce employed in Miller's 'core class', for example, but these may all live in one segment of it and have no social (even visible) contact at all with members of the other classes who live elsewhere in the constituency. Even if data which meet more rigorous criteria of relevance to studies of the neighbourhood effect are available, there is still the need to link empirical observations to plausible mechanisms: first, however, we need to establish what has rarely been done to date -that there are geographical variations in voting behaviour by local area that are consistent with the neighbourhood effect hypothesis.
The paucity of data at an ecological scale approximating that of a neighbourhood community within which social interaction occurs makes it difficult to test Miller's model. Voting data for general elections are not reported at scales below that of the constituency and although census data can be obtained for two other scales -the enumeration district (average population about 500) used in the collection of census data and the local authority electoral ward (average population about 5,000) -ecological studies can only be conducted at the constituency level.
14 Two other approaches have been employed to circumvent this problem: procedures such as entropy-maximizing have been used to estimate cross-classifications of voting and social variables; 15 23 (1993) , 67-90. Gary King's suggested resolution of the ecological problem possible to explore contextual effects by combining ecological data from the census and other sources with survey data -though only one British study of voting at general elections has done this at a spatial scale below that of the constituency. 16 Harrop, Heath and Openshaw combined census ward data with the 1987 British Election Study (BES) data and showed that similar people in different places voted differently, in line with Miller's consensual environmental effect model. 17 Virtually all other analyses directed at identifying whether the neighbourhood effect operates in Britain have been on a large scale, however. They have provided clear evidence, despite arguments to the contrary, 18 of a geography to voting that cannot be reduced to individual characteristics: however, it is hard to link that, except in the most indirect way, to the neighbourhood effect.
Miller's models remain very largely untested, therefore, and the neighbourhood effect is at best a hypothesis supported by circumstantial evidence. This article reports research whose findings strengthen that circumstantial evidence, using 1997 BES data organized at spatial scales that are more relevant to the assumed social interaction processes in residential communities than has been undertaken heretofore.
BUILDING 'BESPOKE NEIGHBOURHOODS'
It is generally assumed that much, non-work-based, face-to-face social interaction takes place in relatively restricted areas around each individual's home, because of constraints on travelling. If face-to-face interaction is crucial to the operation of interclass neighbourhood effects, whether in formal or informal interaction settings, therefore, we need to look at small areas containing a few hundred or thousand residents at most -not entire constituencies. Electoral wards may fit this requirement but they vary substantially in their size, being generally much larger in metropolitan than in urban and rural areas. constituencies), therefore, but also spatially segmented into separate communities.
Apart from wards, the only other scale for which census data are available that can be used to describe an area's social characteristics are enumeration districts, whose populations average about 500 persons. These may be ideal surrogates for local communities for many people, but they may be too small: in addition, because some of the census data are coded and made available for a 10 per cent sample only, the data for them may be unrepresentative and unreliable. What we have done, therefore, is use the enumeration districts as building blocks for the creation of 'bespoke neighbourhoods'. With the assistance of the CREST team who undertook the 1997 BES, we were able (without in any way jeopardizing the confidentiality guaranteed to respondents) to identify each respondent's post-code and enumeration district. 19 We then employed a customized algorithm designed to identify the group of districts containing the nearest n persons to the respondent's home -where n can be any number greater than 500. 20 We used five definitions of n, and built bespoke neighbourhoods for every 1997 BES respondent containing their nearest 500, 1,000, 2,500, 5,000 and 10,000 neighbours. Once these had been defined, we then obtained the relevant census data for the groups of enumeration districts which formed those neighbourhoods: only then were those data combined with the individual-level data.
We thus have census data with which an area's characteristics can be described, at eight scales: nearest enumeration district (nED); nearest 500 persons (n500); nearest 1,000 persons (n1000); nearest 2,500 persons (n2500); nearest 5,000 persons (n5000); nearest 10,000 persons (n10000); electoral ward; parliamentary constituency. Our exploratory investigations of neighbourhood effects reported here use all of these. Unfortunately, because of problems with address-file matching, we were only able to apply the algorithm to England and Wales: the Scottish component of the 1997 BES is thus omitted from the analyses below.
Characterizing the Bespoke Neighbourhoods
Miller's model of the neighbourhood effect identified a 'core class' whose relative importance in an area's population was key to the effect's operation: the percentage of the (male?) workforce who were employers and managers. Our exploration of the 1991 census data for the various neighbourhoods found that it was not feasible to use this variable, or a number of others, as a single identifier of neighbourhood characteristics/status. This was because the frequency distributions were either highly skewed or were multi-modal. Instead, we employed a synthetic index, based on varimax-rotated principal components analyses of a number of variables. Analyses at all eight scales produced extremely similar structures, with the first component clearly identifiable as a summary measure of neighbourhood socio-economic status (the loadings on those first components are in Table 1 ). We used the scores on those components as indices of neighbourhood status. For the analyses reported here, they were grouped at each scale into approximate quintiles, so that about 20 per cent of the respondents are in each neighbourhood type. These provide the neighbourhood contexts for testing Miller's models. Table 2 gives the pattern of voting by class in 1997 as revealed by the BES.
CLASS POLARIZATION AND NEIGHBOURHOOD POLARIZATION
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Whether this indicates the absence of a class cleavage is clearly a matter of subjective interpretation. There are substantial differences between the three white-collar and two blue-collar classes in their support for the Conservative party, for example, and also, though to a lesser extent, in their support for Labour and rates of abstention. Labour won a plurality over the Conservatives in every class except the petty bourgeoisie, though the Labour:Conservative (L:C) ratio was much higher in the two blue-collar (2.80 and 3.62) than in the two white-collar classes (1.10 and 1.47). Do these patterns of support vary spatially within each class? To answer that, the size of the sample allows us to look at only three of the classes: the salariat; the routine non-manual workers; and the working class. 
The Large Scale
Voting for the Conservative and Labour parties by neighbourhood status (the quintiles described above) at the constituency and ward scales is shown in Table  3 . Regarding support for the Conservatives, with one exception there is a continuous sequence of declining support from the highest to the lowest status areas for each of the three classes at both spatial scales: the Conservatives got most support, within each class, in the highest status neighbourhoods and least in the lowest status areas. Countering this, and with three very slight exceptions, there is a similar increase in support for Labour within each class as one moves from the highest to the lowest status constituencies and wards.
The final block of data in Table 3 synthesises the previous two, giving the ratio of support for the Labour and Conservative parties for each class at each status level. Again, with just three slight exceptions (levels 3 and 4 for the routine non-manual workers at the ward scale and levels 4 and 5 for the working class at both ward and constituency scale) there is an unbroken sequence down each column: the lower the area's status the greater the support for Labour relative to that for the Conservatives, in each of the social classes. As expected from the 'class cleavage', the Conservatives performed better than Labour among the salariat than the routine non-manual class, and among the latter than the working class, but within each class the lower the status of the area, the better Labour's relative performance. Indeed Labour out-polled the Conservatives by a ratio of at least 2.5:1.0 in each class in the lowest status areas -rising to about 6.0:1.0 in the working class. These findings support Miller's consensual environmental effects model, but at spatial scales for which it is difficult to hypothesize a relevant process. It may be that each constituency and ward is an agglomeration of groups of separate neighbourhoods within which that effect operates; tests using the bespoke neighbourhoods allow us to evaluate the validity of that claim for the first time.
The Smaller Scale
Tables 4 and 5 replicate the analyses reported in Table 3 , at the smaller spatial scales represented by the bespoke neighbourhoods. They provide powerful circumstantial evidence of the operation of neighbourhood effects in these much more localized areas than is afforded by the constituencies and wards employed in Table 3 .
Focusing on the Labour:Conservative ratios, the results in Table 4 contain only two slight exceptions to the down-column sequences identified above as showing the operation of neighbourhood effects. Among the salariat, for example, at the n500 scale the ratio for those living in the lowest status areas was some six times larger than it was for their contemporaries living in the high status areas (i.e., from 0.58 to 3.54): it was 4.5 times larger for the routine non-manual workers, and 3.7 times larger for the working class. Indeed, across all three scales the differences in the ratios between the first and fifth quintiles are largest among the salariat: their propensity to vote Conservative rather than Labour varied much more substantially over the five neighbourhood types than was the case with the other two classes.
A very similar, though slightly less clear-cut, set of results is reported for the larger bespoke neighbourhoods in Table 5 , which has seven slight deviations from the columnar sequences that characterize all of these results. The differences between the classes are not as great as in the smaller bespoke neighbourhoods but the overall pattern is the same: the lower the status of the area, the higher the ratio of support for Labour to that for the Conservatives, within all three social classes.
Nesting the Scales
Tables 4 and 5 not only provide incontrovertible circumstantial evidence of Miller's consensual environmental effects model operating at the 1997 general election in England and Wales but also indicate that this evidence was very strong at the smallest spatial scales, thus justifying the decision to test the model using the bespoke neighbourhoods approach. The clear implication is that the process is operating at very local scales within constituencies and wards. To test whether that is indeed the case, in this last section we use a nested design. We have divided the constituencies into two groups -those in the top three quintiles ordered by their relative status, and those in the bottom three -and within each look at class voting by three smaller areas (ward, n10000 and n5000) according to constituency status. This enables us to test directly for differences within constituencies that are socially heterogeneous. Similarly, we have divided the n10000 areas into the top three and bottom three quintile groups, and looked at voting by class at the three smallest spatial scales. Table 6 presents the full results from the analyses of high status constituencies (i.e. those in the top three quintiles). Although there are slightly more deviations from the 'smooth' sequences down the columns than recorded in Tables 3-5 , once again the overall pattern is very much in line with the consensual environmental effects model: the lower the neighbourhood's status, at all spatial scales, the higher the Labour:Conservative ratio, in each of the three social classes -and at each scale for each class there is a very substantial difference in the L:C ratio between the highest and lowest status neighbourhoods. The constituencies are clearly spatially segmented, because there are sufficient respondents in the smaller areas in the bottom two quintiles for viable analyses, and they show that within each relatively high-status constituency, the lower the status of a smaller area (whether a ward or an n5000 or n10000 bespoke neighbourhood) the better Labour's performance relative to that of the Conservatives. Table 7 reports on the other three nested scale analyses, giving the Labour:Conservative ratios only (together with those reported in Table 6 ). Again there are several small exceptions to the expected sequence, but the general pattern of ratios is the same: the higher the status of the small area, whatever the status of the larger area within which it is nested, the lower the Labour:Conservative ratio, in each of the three social classes -with in all cases a very substantial difference between the lowest-and highest-status neighbourhoods. There is one major exception to this, however -for the highest-status small areas within the low-status n10000 areas, among the working class only (the first row of the final block in Table 7 ). These have very high Labour:Conservative ratios for the highest status areas, suggesting the operation in those situations only of Miller's reactive environmental effects model: where members of the working class are in a minority in small high-status pockets within generally low-status areas, they tend to be very strongly pro-Labour.
PATTERNS AND PROCESSES
With that one major exception, which suggests that Miller's reactive model may have a limited application, these results have provided a consistent story: the lower the status of a neighbourhood the greater the likelihood of a person voting Labour rather than Conservative in 1997, whatever her or his social class. This is exactly in line with the neighbourhood effect as generally conceived and as formalized in Miller's consensual environmental effects model. Miller and others identify a 'conversion by conversation' process as the foundation for that model: people who talk together in an area vote together, irrespective of their social class. Cox noted that the same patterns could result from different processes, however -such as neighbourhood self-selection (middle-class people who are inclined to vote Labour are more likely to choose to live in lower-status neighbourhoods than their contemporaries whose attitudes are pro-Conservative) and differential patterns of local campaigning by the political parties. 22 There is evidence in other studies to support both of these arguments as providing at least a partial account for the patterns described here -but if they were to offer a full account this would imply either or both of very careful choices of where to live (at detailed spatial scales) by the 'non-conformists' and very finely-tuned spatial targeting of campaigns.
More generally, Books and Prysby have proposed a theory of contextual effects involving four separate potential processes: 23 (1) personal observation, whereby individuals are influenced in how they vote by their appreciation of events and situations in their milieux -as in their interpretations of the state of the local economy, on which Books and Prysby report that very little work has been done; 24 (2) informal interaction, with inter-personal communications influencing voting behaviour, as in Cox's formulation; 25 (3) organizationallybased interaction, in workplaces, churches, labour unions and a range of other organizations, many of which are local in their structure, provide milieux for meeting and discussing political issues with neighbours; and (4) mass media, many of which are locally focused and provide politically-relevant cues about events in voters' own neighbourhoods.
Other possible processes can be suggested that are entirely consistent with these patterns. The class categories used here -and in almost all other ecological studies of voting -are extremely broad, for example, and there may be substantial intra-class variations in voting patterns. 26 Thus, for example, the members of the salariat who live in relatively low-status areas may have lower incomes than the average for their class, come from less affluent backgrounds and have fewer educational qualifications than the members of the salariat who live in higher-status areas: the former may be more likely to vote Labour than the latter, irrespective of where they live. 27 Similarly, active trade unionists may choose to live in particular areas where there is a strong Labour presence, whatever their occupational class; their support for Labour will also be independent of their social milieux. Furthermore, despite Dunleavy's claim that political alignment does not 'simply brush off on people rubbing shoulders in the street', social interaction may not be necessary for people to become aware of, and adapt to, a local political culture. This is in line with what Festinger terms 'anticipatory dissonance reduction' or 'dissonance avoidance' whereby people seek to reduce the social distance (however defined) between themselves and their neighbours in order to be accepted as part of the local culture.
28 Political opinions and voting behaviour could form part of this: people recognize that there is a dominant political culture in their locality and decide to adjust their own perceptions and behaviour to fit in with it -even if only in their own minds and in the privacy of the polling station.
Books and Prysby concluded their review of the literature on contextual effects by noting that: 29 Existing work in this field frequently lacks empirical investigation of the above factors [assumed to produce contextual effects]. The link between the contextual variables and individual exposure to sources of information often is simply assumed to exist … This lack of empirical investigation into the mechanisms of contextual effects is due in large part to the fact that many studies employ secondary analyses of survey data collected for other purposes … Research designed specifically to examine a particular contextual effect … will be more likely to provide the necessary and appropriate data … [although] secondary analysis of existing data has its place too, especially as a cost-effective method … That criticism applies to this article too. Our concern has been to establish that there were patterns of voting at the 1997 general election which were entirely consistent with the concept of a neighbourhood effect -something that the lack of relevant data has largely precluded until now. We have provided very strong evidence that there is a pattern which needs accounting for, and the literature, as indicated here, offers several potential avenues for further investigation of this micro-scale geography of voting. If those in SEG5 are more likely to vote Labour than those in SEGs 1-4, then part of the 'neighbourhood effect' could be accounted for by intra-class geography. The BES data analysed here provide further supporting evidence. Among the salariat, for example, at the n1000 scale, 16.2 per cent of those living in the highest-status areas (the top quintile) had household incomes below £12,000, whereas 26.7 per cent did in the lowest-status areas. Analyses of variance showed that neighbourhood was the most significant influence on vote among the salariat, holding income constant, however. We have provided strong evidence of very significant differences in voting behaviour within each of the country's three main social classes at the 1997 general election according to the socio-economic status of the area in which they lived. The lower the area's status -at a range of spatial scales including not only the constituency and the ward but also bespoke neighbourhoods varying from populations of 10,000 to less than 500 -the greater the ratio of Labour: Conservative voting within each class. Geography clearly does matter. But why? These findings are entirely consistent with Miller's consensual environmental effects model, suggesting the operation of classic neighbourhood effects. Furthermore, it is difficult to gainsay this inference on the grounds that the spatial scale of the analyses is incommensurate with that at which neighbourhood effects are believed to operate. We have identified patterns consistent with neighbourhood effects in small 'bespoke neighbourhoods' whose size appears to be in accordance with the assumed residential communities in which much social interaction occurs. We have not shown that people influence each other's voting decisions through discussions 'over the garden fence', however. We cannot identify from the available data what mechanisms have produced the patterns so clearly displayed in our data. It may be that the classic neighbourhood effect -conversion by conversation -is operating, but other processes may have produced that outcome. Further analyses are needed to evaluate these ideas -which call for richer (and probably larger) datasets than those currently available. What the analyses reported here have established, beyond any reasonable doubt, however, is that there was a fine-grained spatial patterning to voting behaviour at the 1997 British general election in England and Wales that provides strong evidence for a call to re-open the debate that Miller's 1978 paper initiated and Dunleavy's riposte a year later may have prematurely closed.
